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ABSTRACT 



Research on preschoolers’ friendships has focused on 
superficial similarities but has not examined whether similarities exist 
between friends in personality characteristics such as temperament. This 
study examined the hypothesis that friends would have similar temperaments 
and that the relationship between temperament and friendship would be 
strengthened by age. Participating in the study were 75 children from 2 
preschools who completed a sociometric interview. Also, the children's 
teachers completed a temperament questionnaire for each child. Regression 
analyses revealed that children's best friends and friends had levels of 
activity similar to those of the target child, and that soothability and 
impulsivity played only minor roles in preschool children's friendships. 
Findings were examined in the context of the changing role of temperament in 
children's peer relationships over time. (KB) 
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Abstract 

Research on preschoolers’ friendships has focused on superficial similarities but has not 
examined whether similarities exist between friends in personality characteristics such as 
temperament. We hypothesized that friends would have similar temperaments and that the 
relationship between temperament and friendship would be strengthened with age. Seventy-five 
children from two preschools completed a sociometric interview, and teachers completed a 
temperament questionnaire for each child. Regression analyses revealed that children’s best 
friends and friends had similar levels of activity to the target child’s own, and that soothability 
and impulsivity play only minor roles in preschool children’s friendships. Findings are discussed 
in the context of the changing role of temperament in children’s peer relationships over time. 
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Research on the role of similarity in preschool friendships has shown that friend dyads 
are more similar than non-friend dyads on the basis of age, gender, race, socioeconomic status, 
and family structure (Drewry & Clark, 1985; Furman and Bierman, 1983; Hayes, 1978). 
Although these studies have not specifically examined the relation between personality variables, 
such as temperament, and early friendships, evidence from research on sibling and peers 
suggests a possible link between temperamental characteristics and relationships. Activity level, 
for example, has been shown to play an important role in sibling relationships. Sibling dyads 
with dissimilar levels of activity experience more conflict than those with similar activity levels 
(Stoneman & Brody, 1993). Research has also demonstrated links between impulsivity, social 
competence, and disliking. Impulsive preschoolers are less liked by their peers and less socially 
competent than non-impulsive preschoolers (Olson, 1989). Certain aspects of temperament, such 
as activity level and negative affect, have also been linked to aggression, a factor in peer 
disliking in preschool. Children high in surgency (a temperament measure of which activity 
level and impulsivity are both components) tend to score highly on measures of aggression, as do 
children high in negative affect (Rothbart, Ahadi & Hershey, 1994). 

The present study explored the relationship between preschool friendships and three 
aspects of temperament: activity level, impulsivity, and soothability. Because similarity in 
temperamental characteristics has been shown to be a factor in children’s harmonious 
relationships, best friend and friend dyads were predicted to score more similarly on the three 
temperamental characteristics than dyads of children who were not friends. In addition, because 
preschool children’s friendships become more complex and stable with age (Cooney & Selman, 
1978), temperament and age were predicted to interact in friendships. The temperaments of 
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older best friend dyads were predicted to be more similar, and the temperaments of older disliked 
peer dyads more dissimilar, than those of younger dyads. 

Method 

Participants included 75 children (40 girls, 35 boys) enrolled in five classrooms in two 
suburban preschools. Children ranged from 43 months to 69 months (M= 54 months). Children’s 
teachers also participated. Teachers in each classroom were asked to work together to complete a 
temperament questionnaire (adapted from Rothbart, 1989) that evaluated three components of 
children’s temperament: activity level, soothability, and impulsivity. Each component was assessed 
using four statements, which teachers rated on a 5-point scale as true or not true of each child. 

Children identified one best friend and two other friends through the use of a sociometric interview. 

Of the three friends indicated by each child, one was considered a best friend (designated by the child). 
In order to allow for comparisons between friends and nonfriends, teachers provided the name of a 
peer with whom each child least liked to play (least-liked peer). 

Coding 

The questionnaires were scored by calculating the mean value of the four items related to 
each temperament component. T-tests indicated that the temperament scores of each child’s two 
(non-best) friends did not differ significantly (ps > .10). Scores of these two friends were 
therefore averaged to form a mean “friend” score for each of the three aspects of temperament. 

The impulsivity scores were reversed such that high scores meant low impulsivity. 

In preparation for regression analyses, age was centered by subtracting the mean age of 
all participants from the child’s age. Temperament scores were centered by subtracting the mean 
score on each temperament characteristic from the child’s temperament score for that 
characteristic. An age x temperament interaction term was computed for each temperament 
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characteristic by multiplying each child’s centered age score by his/her centered temperament 
score. 

Reliability 

Alphas were computed for each of the three temperament subscales, showing acceptable 
reliability for all three scales (activity level, a = .92; impulsivity, a = .83, soothability, a = .81). 

Results 

Several models relating the temperament characteristics of the target’s choice of best 
friend, friend, and least-liked peer were tested using the temperament characteristic and age of 
the target. Those models with the best fit for the least number of predictors are shown in the 
tables. 

Best Friend 

The activity level of a child’s best friend was best predicted by the activity level of the 
target child (see Table 1). Children had best friends with levels of activity similar to their own. 
The impulsivity of a child’s best friend was best accounted for by the age of the target child. 
Older children preferred less impulsive best friends than younger children did. The soothability 
of a child’s best friend was also best accounted for by the age of the target child. Older 
children’s best friends were more soothable than were younger children’s. 

Friends 

The activity level of a child’s friend was best predicted by both the activity level of the 
target child and the age by activity level interaction (see Table 2). Children chose friends with 
levels of activity similar to their own, and this pattern was stronger for older children than for 
younger children. The best model for predicting the impulsivity of a child’s friend included the 
impulsivity and age of the target child. Children chose friends that had levels of impulsivity 
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similar to their own, and older children chose less impulsive friends than did younger children. 
The soothability of a child’s friend was best accounted for by the age of the target. Older 
children’s friends were more soothable than were younger children’s. 

Least-liked Peers 

Age was the sole predictor of least-liked peers’ activity levels (see Table 3). Older 
children’s least-liked peers had lower activity levels than did younger children’s. The 
impulsivity of children’s least-liked peers was also best accounted for by the age of the target 
child. Younger children were more likely to have least-liked peers with high levels of 
impulsivity than were older children. The soothability of a child’s least-liked peer was best 
accounted for by the age of the target. Older children had least-liked peers who were more 
soothable than were younger children’s least-liked peers. 

Discussion 

The results of this study partially support the hypothesis that friendship, age, and certain 
temperamental characteristics are related in early childhood. Temperamental similarities and 
differences between target children and their best friends, friends, and least-liked peers will be 
discussed in turn, followed by consideration of these relationships in comparison to one another. 
Best Friends 

Overall, the results indicated that best friends were similar to target children on activity 
level, decreasingly impulsive with age, and increasingly soothable with age. The age-related 
changes in best friends’ impulsivity and soothability are probably a function of the children’s 
increasing maturity. Impulsivity typically decreases with age (McCormick & Schnobrich, 1970) 
whereas soothability typically increases over the preschool years. Thus, only activity level 
appears to be playing a significant role in children’s relationships with best friends. Moreover, 
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in contrast to the original hypothesis, the lack of interaction between age and activity level 
suggests that the match between best friends’ activity levels is equally important for younger and 
older preschool children. 

Friends 

A child’s friend’s activity level was best predicted by the target child’s activity level and 
the interaction between the target’s age and activity level. This pattern suggests that children 
have friends whose activity levels match their own, and that this match becomes increasingly 
important with age. A somewhat similar process was at work for impulsivity; friends tended to 
be similar to target children for this temperamental characteristic. Furthermore, the inclusion of 
age in the best model for predicting a friend’s impulsivity implies that friends’ impulsivity 
decreases with age. Likewise, as age was the most powerful predictor of soothability for friends, 
children’s friends appear to be more soothable with age. Thus, in addition to choosing friends 
who are similar to themselves on activity level and impulsivity, children appear to be choosing 
friends with typical levels of impulsivity and soothability for their classroom. 

Least-Liked Peers 

The hypothesis that the temperaments of least-liked peers would be dissimilar to that of 
the target child was not supported. Contrary to expectations, a child's activity level, impulsivity, 
and soothability were unrelated to that of his/her least-liked peer. However, for the latter two 
temperamental characteristics, the age differences that emerged were consistent with those for 
friends and best friends— the results indicate that older children’s least-liked peers were less 
impulsive and more soothable than the least-liked peers of younger children. As for activity 
level, children do not appear to dislike children whose activity levels are significantly different 
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from their own. Instead, older children are less accepting of low activity levels than are younger 
children. 

Comparisons Among Relationships and Temperamental Characteristics 

The fact that activity level is differentially related to friendships and best friendships 
suggests that activity level plays different roles within these two types of relationships. Similarity 
in activity level appears to be a requirement for a best friendship no matter what age children are 
within the preschool years. In contrast, friendships appear to depend more on similarity in 
activity level as children get older. These findings suggest that younger children, while they 
must match their best friends on activity level, tend to develop more casual friendships with 
children of varying activity levels. Older children, however, may not even develop friendships 
with children whose activity levels differ significantly from their own. 

Children’s activity levels did not predict the activity levels of their least liked peers, 
suggesting that this temperamental characteristic plays decidedly different roles in relationships 
children have with their friends in comparison to those they have with their least liked peers. The 
differences in the models for least-liked peers and liked peers (friends and best friends) imply 
that activity level played a role in children’s choices of friends, but that least-liked peers were 
not disliked on account of their activity levels. 

Similar levels of impulsivity are characteristic of friendships, but not best friendships. 
Perhaps best friends are chosen based on other criteria, such that impulsivity does not play an 
important role in the formation of best friendships. In (non-best) friendships, on the other hand, 
impulsivity may play a greater role, such that friendships may be formed more often between 
peers who have similar levels of impulsivity. The implication here is that a larger range of 
impulsive behavior can be tolerated in a best friendship than in a non-best friendship. Best 
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friendships may be more stable, and thus able to withstand more dissimilarity of impulsivity than 
are non-best friendships. 

Past studies have found that preschool-aged children are beginning to learn impulse 
control (McCormick & Schnobrich, 1970). The results for impulsivity replicate this pattern, 
suggesting that as children age, they become less impulsive. A general decline in children’s 
levels of impulsivity over the preschool years may mean that similarity or dissimilarity in 
impulsivity between two children is not the basis for friendship or for disliking a peer at this age. 

Soothability appears not to be a temperamental characteristic on which children choose 
friends similar to themselves. Older children, more than younger children, tend to have friends, 
best friends, and least-liked peers who are soothable, regardless of their own soothability level. 
This finding suggests that children in general are becoming more soothable during preschool and 
that soothability does not play a significant role in preschool children’s choice of friends or 
disliking of peers. 

Conclusions 

The results of this study suggest that similarity on activity level is more important to 
preschool friendship than similarity on impulsivity or soothability. Activity level may be salient 
to preschool children given that children’s friendship choices at this age are frequently described 
as a function of engaging in common activities (e.g. Furman & Bierman, 1983). Developmental 
changes in impulsivity and soothability over the course of early childhood may make these 
characteristics less relevant to variations in the qualities of children’s peer relationships. In 
summary, preschool children’s choices of best friends, friends, and least-liked peers appear to be 
moderately related to some aspects of personality. 
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Table 1 



Summary of Regression Analyses for Best Friend (N = 73) 



Predictor Variable 


R! 


B 


SEB 


P 


Activity Level 










Activity Level 


. 11 * 


.32 


.11 


.33* 


Impulsivitv 










Age 


.19** 


.07 


.02 


44 ** 


Soothabilitv 










Age 


. 11 * 


.04 


.01 


.34* 



*g < .005 **g < .001 
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Table 2 

Summary of Regression Analyses for Friend (N = 73) 



Predictor Variable 


R? 


B 


SEB 


P 


Activity Level 


Activity Level 


. 21 ** 


.31 


.09 


.38** 


Age x Activity Level 




.03 


.01 


. 22 ** 


Impulsivitv 


Impulsivity 


23*** 


.27 


.10 


.30** 


Age 




.04 


.02 


.28* 


Soothabilitv 


Age 


^ 9 *** 


.05 


.01 


44 *** 



*g < .05 **p<;.01 ***p s .001 
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Table 3 



Summary of Regression Analyses for Least-Liked Peer (N = 731 



Predictor Variable 


E! 
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SEB 


P 


Activity Level 
Age 


.15** 


-.07 


.02 


-.38** 


Impulsivitv 

Age 


.09* 


.05 


.02 


.29* 


Soothabilitv 

Age 


.05+ 


.03 
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.22+ 



+p < .07 *p <. 05 **p <; .01 




14 



U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement ( OERI) 
r MW Z J National Library of Education (NLE) 

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 

REPRODUCTION release 

(Specific Document) 

1 . DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 




ERIC 




Title: 

1^6 ^elaVtcn arxA Pn fnrtfdtm ir> ?v?sckr)l ~ fe’d CAtLfa 


\ ) ' / ' (/ ' \ 
Author(s): A™ M VW? mo/in Tnjrjq T€rr^ C G 


<<LSpr\ 


i j > i ' i 

Corporate Source: 


Publication Date: 


II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE: 



In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the 
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, 
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if 
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document. 



If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom 
of the page. 



The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 1 documents 


The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 2A documents 


The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 2B documents 


PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS 
BEEN GRANTED BY 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN 
MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA 
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY, 
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN 
MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 


A 0 








* 










c/ 










TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 


1 




2A 




2B 



Level 1 

ET 



Level 2A 

i 

□ 



Level 2B 

t 

□ 



Check here for Level 1 release, permitting 
eproduction and dissemination in microfiche or other 
ERIC archival media (e g., electronic) and paper 
copy. 



Check here for Level 2A release, permitting 
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche and in 
electronic media for ERIC archival collection 
subscribers only 



Check here for Level 2B release, permitting 
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only 



Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. 

If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1. 



Sign 
ere,-* 



1 hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document 
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system 
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies 
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries. 




Printed Name/Position/Titte: 

'u’Arv Glaa^k, 




OfganizatiorVAddress: Vcf¥. 

/Ok Czsi'/r-t t-/ Sf~ . i 


T “*Th z-n-Mvi 


FA 7?/ 233- 3130 


E-Mail Address:^ , , 


- VOSAI 



Zfff, 

2 ennial Mtg. of the Society for Research in Child D 



(Minn, MN, Apr. 19-22, 2001 )<over) 




ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education (EI^IC/EECE) 





University of Illinois 

Children’s Research Center 800-583-4135 (voice/tty) 

51 Gerty Drive ericeece@uiuc.edu (email) 217-333-1386 (voice) 

Champaign, IL 61820-7469 http://ericeece.org (Web) 217-333-3767 (fax) 



April 17, 2001 



MMk® §mms 
y®miF w®fflk 

fim fflb® 




Dear Colleague: 

It has come to our attention that you will be giving a presentation at the 2001 Biennial 
Meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development to be held in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, on April 19-22, 2001 . We would like you to consider submitting your 
presentation, or any other recently written education-related papers or reports, for 
possible inclusion in the ERIC database. 

As you may know, ERIC (the Educational Resources Information Center) is a 

federally sponsored information system for the field of education. Its main product is 
the ERIC database, the world's largest source of education information. The 
Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education is one of 16 
subject-specialized clearinghouses making up the ERIC system. We collect and 
disseminate information relating to all aspects of children's development, care, and 
education. 



Your paper should be at least 8 pages long and not published elsewhere at the time of 
submission. Announcement in ERIC does not prevent you from publishing your 
paper elsewhere because you still retain copyright. The reproduction release is simply 
a tracking device for us to know the level of availability you want for your material. 
Your paper will be reviewed, and we will let you know within 6 weeks if it has been 
accepted. 



Please sign the reproduction release on the back of this letter and return it with an 
abstract and two copies of your presentation to Booth #20, or mail it to ERIC/EECE. 
If you have any questions, please contact me by phone at (217) 333-1386 or by email 
at ksmith5@uiuc.edu. I look forward to receiving your paper. 



(SfeSJQflfu* fifes 



annKojlrtl 0 (Of n LO I 



mm @y(k°)P3ro 
■ftmm feOtffife 



Best wishes, 






